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The Validation of a Post-Entry Assessment
In this chapter we will focus on the process of validating a post-entry language assessment (PELA). It is important that any assessment should meet professional standards of quality and should produce meaningful measures of the students' academic language ability, so that advisors, administrators and teaching staff -not to mention the students themselves -can make informed decisions about enhancing the language skills of the students who need it.
The theory of test validity in the field of educational measurement has been transformed over the last 25 years, particularly by the work of Samuel Messick (1989) . This new approach was introduced to language testers in Bachman's (1990) book Fundamental considerations in language testing and has since been generally accepted as the basis for validating language tests. Some of the key ideas in Messick's validity framework are summarized below. For more extended accounts of validity and validation in contemporary language assessment, McNamara and Roever (2006, chapter 2), Xi (2008) or Chapelle (2012) are recommended as accessible sources.
• It is important to define carefully the construct underlying the test, that is, what specific language knowledge, skills, or abilities are to be assessed. For this reason, a great deal of attention has been paid to the constructs of language competence, academic language proficiency, and academic literacy in Chapters 6 and 7, as well as discussing how they can be operationalized in Chapter 9.
• Validity is not an inherent property of a test (as in the commonly seen statement, 'This is a reliable and valid test'), but is a function of the way in which the results can be meaningfully interpreted as measures of the underlying construct, when the test is administered to a specified population of test takers. It is not sufficient to assert that a test measures academic reading ability just because it was designed to look like other reading tests. Similarly, an assessment may work effectively in one university but not be so suitable for another institution where it will be used for a different purpose with a linguistically more diverse population of students.
• Test validity is now considered to be an integrated concept, replacing the earlier understanding that there were various types of validityface validity, content validity, concurrent validity, predictive validity, and so on -each of which was seen as applicable to particular kinds of test. The so-called types have been reinterpreted as sources of evidence in validating a test, along with reliability, which was previously treated as a separate concept.
• In order to justify their intended interpretations of the results, test developers need to build an argument for the validity of their test, drawing on both theoretical reasoning and various kinds of empirical evidence obtained from trying out the test with actual test takers. This point will be developed further below.
• Validation is not a one-off stage in the test development process, but an ongoing monitoring of test quality that continues even after the test is being used for its intended purpose.
This last point touches on a key innovation in Messick's theory: a consideration of the consequences of test use. It has long been recognized that major tests and exams have an impact on teaching and learning in classrooms, as well as broader educational and social effects. In Chapter 6, this was discussed as the washback effect of high-stakes tests, which is often seen as negative. Another aspect of impact is the misuse of test results, as when university administrators or even academics treat language proficiency test scores as indicators of the intelligence or academic ability of students for whom English is an additional language. In the case of post-entry language assessments, the whole rationale is to identify students who would benefit from an enhancement of their language ability in order to achieve their academic goals more effectively. This purpose may be defeated if in practice students are stigmatized by being singled out to take the assessment or if they are discriminated against on the basis of their PELA results. More generally, no matter how effectively the PELA can distinguish levels of academic language ability among the candidates, its validity can be called into question if students whose assessment results show that are not able to access suitable courses and services that will provide the necessary support
